Many species of ants occupy multiple nests, a condition known as polydomy. Because of their decentralized structure, polydomous colonies may be removed from some of the constraints associated with classic central-place foraging. We used laboratory and field experiments to assess the mechanisms involved in dispersed central-place foraging in polydomous colonies of the Argentine ant Linepithema humile, a widespread invasive species. Both in the laboratory and in the field, Argentine ants established new nests at sites located near food. Laboratory colonies of L. humile redistributed workers, brood and resources among nests in response to the spatial heterogeneity of food resources. In addition, laboratory colonies formed recruitment trails between nests in the context of foraging, providing a mechanism for the transport of material between nests. This highly flexible system of allocating nests, workers and brood throughout a colony's foraging area potentially increases foraging efficiency and competitive ability. The importance of polydomy as a determinant of competitive ability is underscored by its prevalence among ecologically dominant ants, including most, if not all, highly invasive species.
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Social insects have long served as model systems for the study of foraging behaviour. Their usefulness in this regard stems from their modularity and complex social organization (Oster & Wilson 1978; Traniello 1989; Hölldobler & Wilson 1990) . Modularity allows for great flexibility to apportion the labour demands of the colony among castes (Wilson 1985; Gordon 1996) and, in addition, makes possible the simultaneous defence of all portions of a territory (Hölldobler & Lumsden 1980) . Despite this flexibility, most social insect colonies occupy a single nest and are thus highly centralized. A single, well-protected nest site provides safety from predators and serves as a buffer from environmental fluctuations but commits a colony to a single location. If food resources are located far away, occupation of a single, immobile nest may limit colony growth, as foragers will have to make long, round trips to procure food. Many ants behave consistently with the predictions of centralplace foraging theory (Traniello 1989; Hölldobler & Wilson 1990) , providing evidence of the potential costs associated with occupying a single nest.
Although central-place foraging is a prominent theme in the literature on social insect foraging (Hölldobler & Wilson 1990; Ydenberg & Schmid-Hempel 1994) , many ant colonies (and those of some termites) occupy multiple nests, a condition referred to as polydomy. The foraging behaviour of polydomous colonies can deviate from simple central-place foraging. By dispersing nests in space, polydomous colonies may avoid transporting food to a centrally located nest (Hölldobler & Lumsden 1980) . At least in theory, polydomy could permit dispersed central-place foraging (McIver 1991) : the establishment of new nests and the redistribution of workers, brood and food among nests in response to spatiotemporal variation in resource availability. Such flexibility would allow colonies to circumvent some of the costs associated with simple central-place foraging, improving foraging efficiency and competitive ability (Hölldobler & Lumsden 1980; McIver 1991; Davidson 1997) . Despite these advantages, few experimental studies have tested how variation in food availability influences the distribution of nests, workers and brood within polydomous colonies.
Here, we examine the mechanisms of dispersed centralplace foraging in the Argentine ant Linepithema humile. This invasive species has spread via human commerce from its native South America to subtropical and mild temperate regions throughout the world (Hölldobler & Wilson 1990; Passera 1994) . In its introduced range, the Argentine ant outcompetes native ants through a combination of superior exploitative and interference abilities (Human & Gordon 1996; Holway 1999 
